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Summary: 


It's summer vacation. Robin is beginning to suspect that Billy likes 
her. She handles it in a totally reasonable and extremely mature way. 


As The Daylight Falls 


It was the second Monday of summer break, and Robin was finally 
relaxed. She’d spent more than 90% of the last week flat on her back 
on her bedroom floor, which sounded like a lot but it was exactly 
what she needed to recover from graduating. So this was the first day 
of the rest of her life, finally, and she was trying to savor it. Mostly, 
that meant she had spent her morning outside reading on the lawn, 
and now her afternoon involved listening to music and making 
various snacks. Mom and Dad were in their studio, she had the house 
to herself. Perfect. 


Summer was the best time. She was humming, eating watermelon in 
the kitchen and walking around just for the feeling of cool tiles 
against the bottom of her feet when there was a knock on the front 
door. Abruptly caught, she stopped humming and went to answer it. 
But instead of a package or someone for her parents, it was Billy. 
Summertime Billy in shorts and a tank top, golden and tan already, 
leaning against her doorjamb. “Hey,” he said. 


“Hi,” Robin answered after a moment. “How do you know where I 
live?” 


“We dropped you off the one time,” he said, like that should be 
obvious. 


“Oh.” It was kind of an anticlimax. She just sort of looked at him, and 
he looked everywhere else. “Is everything okay?” 


“Yeah,” he said. “You doing anything?” 
“Uh... not really.” 
Billy didn’t say anything else, or move. 


Robin narrowed her eyes at him. “Hold on. Are you here to hang 
out?” she said, her voice rising with suspicion. 


That was the wrong thing to say. Billy straightened up and took a 
step back. “No,” he said. “Whatever. Bye.” 


“Hold on,” Robin sighed. 


“Hate to be a bother,” Billy continued, turning his back to her. “Guess 
Pll go fuck myself.” 


“Hey, asshole, shut up and let me awkwardly invite you inside,” 
Robin said loudly, and that got Billy to stop and face her again. There 
was a smile tugging at his face that made Robin hate him all over 
again. “The invitation comes with caveats,” she said. 


“Dunno what the fuck that means.” 
“It means you’ve gotta behave. My parents are home.” 


Billy raised his eyebrows, which seemed a lot like agreeing, and came 
inside when she moved to let him. As he passed her, she saw a bruise 
on the back of his shoulder. A huge one. “Whoa, what happened?” 
she asked. She shut the door behind him quick, to keep the AC in. 


“Nothing,” Billy said too easily. A lie that wasn’t even supposed to 
convince her, just to move on. Like the ones she told him at first, 
which made it hard to know how to respond. She trailed behind him 
a few steps, was caught staring when he paused and turned back. 
“Where are your folks?” was all he said. 


“In their studio. You want some watermelon?” 
“Sure.” 


So they went into the kitchen. Robin took a piece too, and took a 
huge bite before reverting to just staring at the black and purple 
mark on the back of his shoulder. In a casual type of way. It wasn’t 
that mottled, more solid. Like when Ethan fell off the roof when he 
was 16. Robin remembered that very vividly. It didn’t look that 
swollen, though. She reached out to touch. 


He tensed when her fingers made contact. “Quit it,” he said. He 
didn’t sound mad, though. Maybe because his mouth was full. 


“Does it hurt?” 


“When you poke it,” he said pointedly. 


“What happened?” Robin asked again. 


The second time asking was different. Billy was facing the cabinets, 
and she was facing him, so she saw his whole reaction in profile. Billy 
kept chewing, eyes on the counter, and then sniffed once, wrinkling 
up his nose. “Fell,” he said. And somehow that was even more of a 
lie. 


“Right,” Robin said. “I forgot you need to be in a life-threatening 
situation to talk about anything personal. My bad.” 


“Sure. That was definitely me and not you,” Billy said. 


He could be such a bitch sometimes. Robin was working on liking it. 
“Shut up,” she said. Well, she’d start working on it. “Where’s Max?” 


“Girl day with El,” Billy said. “Not at home.” 


“Have you been home?” Robin asked in a way she thought was very 
casual. 


Billy took another piece of watermelon and looked over at her. 
“Where’s the studio?” he asked, like he hadn’t heard her. 


Everything with him was a goddamn game. But Robin couldn’t be too 
mad at him. It wasn’t fun to be mad at him, now that she knew it 
bothered him. She poked at his back again and he called her a bitch 
and then she told him about her parent’s collaborative art space that 
she knew he’d make fun of. Which he did, but only a little. And then 
he lay flat on his stomach in her living room and didn’t argue with 
whatever she wanted to watch on TV. 


“Stay for dinner?” she asked at some point. 
“Twist my arm,” he said, and kicked her foot very gently. 


Mom and Dad came in when the light was starting to go - she knew 
the reason if not the exact hour. Mom was very firm about not 
painting in artificial light and Dad didn’t care enough to stay without 
her. They were so distinctly her dumb parents that it didn’t occur to 
her until they were like, here, saying hi, that Billy had never met 
them. Or, more specifically, that Billy would probably be more 


suspicious of her parents given what his were like. 


But before she could do anything, Billy moved to his feet smoothly 
and slipped into another gear. A charming one. It was weird. Robin 
had forgotten what it looked like, when Billy was trying to charm 
someone - especially because it had never worked on her. But it 
worked on her mom, that was for goddamn sure. Mom declared it 
was a special occasion, and said Dad would make veggie burgers 
outside. 


It wasn’t bad, necessarily. That Billy was charming her mom. It was 
weird, but she wasn’t upset about it. In a weird way, it made him feel 
more like her friend in particular. Because she could tell when he was 
being fake, and when he was being stiff, and then she got to catch his 
eye and make a face that got him to drop all of that for a second. 


Steve called that night, like he called most nights. They were clearing 
the table, mid-table clearing, but she took it anyways. Billy was doing 
okay, she could take her eyes off him for a second. 


“Hi babe,” she said. 


“Hey, Robs,” he answered. “How about we get to work early 
tomorrow, and we can go get a shake.” 


“Sure,” she said. The cord was already three times wrapped around 
her index finger; habit and not nerves. “How early?” 


“Like...” Steve drew the word out. “I don’t know. We work at three, 
so maybe at two?” 


Robin nodded. “Yeah, I think Patrick’s the manager too so we can 
hide what’s left in the back.” 


So they talked about work then. About Steve’s shift today and the 
dude that rented every movie about aliens that they had and what 
the hell that meant. She talked to Steve most days they didn’t see 
each other for at least a few minutes, so her parents had stopped 
commenting on it a while ago. Billy wasn’t used to it, though. He 
came out after a bit and leaned on the wall in front of her, scooting 
his feet out so he was her height. And then he just listened her to her 


side of the conversation until she hung up. 


At the end of the call, after a kind of gross amount of time 
exchanging i love yous, Robin hung up and looked at Billy. “What, 
loser,” she said. 


“You sure you're not dating the guy?” Billy asked. 

“Ew,” Robin said. “Yes. I just love him. Are you staying for dessert?” 
“Your mom invited me.” 

She widened her eyes at him when he didn’t continue. “And?” 


Billy just shrugged, and stayed where he was. So Robin took a step 
closer, then, and noted how he was just staying there. Letting her box 
him in. His shoulder must be pressing against the wall. They were 
close, but there was nothing close to romantic tension here. Just like 
this sense she got before. Something between them, letting them have 
whatever they had. 


“You could stay,” Robin finally said. “You haven’t been that much 
trouble. Yet.” 


That didn’t go over like the joke she meant it to. Like, Billy pretended 
to do a smile with his mouth but dropped it the next moment and just 
looked at her. And Robin almost added something dumb, something 
about how even if he was trouble she’d let him stay anyways. But 
then Billy shrugged. “Yet,” he repeated, and pretended that was a 
joke too. 


He stayed for dessert in the end, was at her house until after dark. 
And then after that, he was over kind of a lot. Robin got used to 
having him next to her on the couch or out in the grass, to him being 
across from her at the dinner table and drying when she did the 
dishes. Listening to music after dark with Mom and Dad and listening 
to what they had to say, even volunteering some information of his 
own every once in a while. 


It was weird. It was fine. She didn’t have any thoughts about it. 


She was on the floor of her bedroom, feet up against the side of her 


bed and book resting against her knees, when Dad knocked on her 
door. “Come in,” she said loud enough for him to hear, and heard the 
door open somewhere above her. Behind her. Whatever. 


“Hey sweetheart,” he said. “Your friend’s here.” 


“What friend?” Robin frowned, and shut the book on her finger to 
turn and look. 


It was Billy, sideways and tall. “Hey,” he said. 


Dad was already walking away. Which, first of all - Billy was a person 
allowed to be in her room, apparently? Without any supervision? 
That’s where they were? Granted, Dad and Mom knew she was gay so 
they were right in assuming pregnancy wasn’t a problem but. Weren’t 
they concerned about her safety? Robin turned over and sat up then, 
as Billy took a step into the room. He was looking around, he was 
looking at all her shit, and Robin’s heart was in her mouth. 


“Hi,” she said. 
“Busy?” he asked. 


Yes. Come back later. Robin chewed on her lip. “Not exactly,” she 
said. “But I’m just reading, here.” 


Billy nodded, and stayed where he was. What, was he waiting to be 
invited in? Robin felt annoyance flare, but she knew it was primarily 
worry. “You hate me being here?” he said, insightfully. 


“No,” Robin lied. “I want to at least finish this chapter. So. Shut up.” 
She was not thinking about every single item in her room and what 
he might think about it. That wasn’t a productive line of thought. 
“You can put on a record or whatever,” she added. So it sounded less 
like she was asking him to stand here silently and not breathe. 


“Cool,” he said, and went over to her records. She had a lot of Mom’s 
jazz in here, a lot of rock from women. Not exactly his taste. But he 
took his time putting something on, and Robin pretended to go back 
to her book and then actually got sucked into the story again. He 
chose something acoustic, just a guitar. 


Robin finished her chapter and then pulled a piece of paper off her 
nightstand to use as a bookmark. “Do you have a job?” she asked. 


He was zoned out, staring out her window into the back yard. “What 
do you mean?” he asked, looking back over at her with a bit of a 
smile on his face. 


“I mean what do you do when youw’re not here.” 
“T lifeguard,” he said, amused. “Why?” 


She shrugged, and he looked outside again for a second before 
joining her on the floor. Robin was ignoring him so pointedly that 
she missed when it happened - she just looked up and he was asleep. 
Or at least his eyes were closed, and he was lying on the floor on his 
stomach, arms pillowing his head. There was a dumb little skull 
tattoo on his shoulder that Robin always thought was stupid and then 
wanted to ask him to take her to get one too. This time, she reached 
out and poked it. 


“Huh,” he hummed. Not totally asleep, then. And when she didn’t say 
anything, he opened his eyes. 


“Why are you here, then?” she asked, just asked it. She didn’t have 
the energy to bullshit. Maybe she didn’t even want to, anymore. 


Billy blinked slowly. “Instead of at work?” 


“Well,” she said, which wasn’t exactly a yes. She wasn’t sure what 
she meant to say. 


He was looking at her still. “You don’t want me here?” he asked. 


Robin shrugged, put her book down and crossed her arms, pulled her 
knees up a little more to hide herself. “I don’t know,” she said. 


“Rob,” he said, and shut his eyes. “Just say it.” 


“You never said anything!” she answered as if on command - which, 
gross. “When I, like... You just never said anything and now you're 
here, in my room, hanging out with me and my family and I just still 
don’t really know if you like secretly hate me or something, for...” 


“For being queer?” he finished for her. 


Her stomach twisted. She knew he wasn’t trying to be mean, he was 
just saying it. Probably. But even still. She barely talked about this 
with Steve. Or her parents, or anybody. 


He was looking at her. “Seriously?” he said, and when she didn’t 
answer, he pushed himself up onto one arm. 


“I don’t know,” Robin said. “You asked.” 


Billy didn’t answer, didn’t move. He was just looking at her, and she 
was focused on her hands where she was picking at one of her 
thumbnails. Her room felt too small, the air too thick. It was just him 
and her, and he was miles away and way too close. 


“What can I do,” Billy finally said, very soft. 
“You don’t have to do anything,” Robin told him. 


“No, but.” He didn’t know how to say this either, it was clear on his 
face. This wasn’t going to work, Robin shouldn’t have brought this up 
and she had gotten enough confirmation to know. She should just 
feel like she knew, she was telling herself, and then Billy was moving 
to sit right next to her, their shoulders touching. She was warmer, he 
was cooler. In more ways than one, honestly. “I’m not good at saying 
things,” he said. 


Robin knew that. That’s what she should’ve said. Instead she burst 
into tears, kind of, her hands over her eyes. Her heart was a little 
porcelain teacup, and it was teetering on the edge of a fucking abyss. 


Billy turned and put his arm around her and held her tight until she 
was done with it. Infinitely better than her breaking down in front of 
him, actually, because at least this time he wasn’t looking at her. “Pl 
leave if you want me to,” he said at last, the words a little rough. 
“But Pm not going anywhere. Nowhere. Y’hear me?” 


“Yeah,” Robin said. A deep release of breath ended up making her 
closer to him somehow, and Billy wrapped his other arm around her. 
He smelled like tanning oil. 


“You want me to kick Patty McLahren’s ass?” Billy suggested after a 
second. 


Robin huffed out half a laugh on accident. “What?” 
“Her or the girl that called you a dyke.” 


“Great news. That was also Patty. She really stuck to her strengths.” 
Robin slipped an arm inside his to wipe her face. Billy still didn’t let 
go. “But that won’t do anything.” 


“No? 2) 


“No,” she agreed, and then gently broke his grip to get out. She 
wiped her face again more thoroughly on the collar of her shirt. 


“You good?” he asked. His arm was still behind her, framing her. 
“So good, dingus,” she answered. “I just... I’m not good at this thing.” 
“The lesbian thing or the friend thing?” Billy asked. 


A joke that stung. Robin glared at him and found him looking at her 
like Steve did. The way that made her nervous coming from Steve, 
but not from Billy. There was something there. Billy didn’t really 
want her like that, he was family. Not uncomplicated, but. Not 
complicated like that. 


“PII have you know,” Robin said, “that I am incredible at the lesbian 
thing. Top of my class.” 


“Careful,” Billy said. “If Nancy hears you guys give out grades she'll 
switch sides.” 


Robin actually laughed then, from deep in her guts, and breathed and 
felt and lived. “We’d love to have her,” she said when she could. 


It wasn’t until dinner, at the table, that Robin realized that was 
maybe the most she’d spoken about it. Being gay. Even with Steve, 
she still talked around it sort of. Not that he’d ever asked her to, but 
it was easier sometimes. But Billy made it easy to talk about it. It 
sounded like to him, it was just another part of her. Something they 


could joke about. Maybe - god - maybe not a big deal. 


She walked him to the door, and was preparing to say something 
serious. Before she could, Billy pull her into a hug. His hands locked 
behind her, and Robin held her breath for a second. He let go before 
she hugged back, moved his hands to her shoulders. “You want to 
come over tomorrow?” he asked. “The Wheelers?” 


“I work tomorrow afternoon, so I need the whole morning to dread 
it,” she said. “But I’d come over some other time.” 


“Okay,” he said. 


It probably should’ve been less of a surprise when he showed up at 
her job the next day, but there was a moment where Robin just 
stared. Steve was in the back, so she was reading at the register and 
then the door opened and she looked up. “Uh,” she said. “Hey.” 


Billy was wearing jorts and a black T-shirt for some band he was into. 
And, weirdly, boots. Why was he always wearing boots? Did he not 
have a pair of chucks or something? Boots were probably hot. “Hi,” 
he said to her, breaking her momentary reverie. 


Someone came in behind her - not just someone, Mike. Taller than 
Robin remembered him being, and freckly. Will was with him. They 
didn’t say hi, both headed straight to the sci-fi shelves. 


“Babysitting?” she asked. 


Billy just sorta shrugged. “Just keeping an eye on them,” he said, and 
came to lean on the counter. “Busy day?” 


“Rarely.” She shut her book to give him more of her attention. 


“What’s that,” he asked, jerking his chin towards the book. “Same as 
yesterday?” 


She nodded. “Gotta do something to keep the old brain from 
melting.” 


“You say the weirdest shit,” he said, and pulled the book from her 
hands. She almost complained, but Billy kept his finger in her spot 


and just flipped it over to read the back. “Sounds gay,” he said, and 
handed it back. 


Robin didn’t know, exactly, how to react. Her heart skipped out of 
beat for a second, and then he smiled at her and handed it back. 
“Well, you would know,” she said. “Give it back.” 


And Billy just kept smiling, and handed her book back. “That was a 
compliment,” he added. 


“Shut up,” she told him. 


Steve came out from the back then. “Hey, Hargrove,” he said, and 
leaned on the counter next to Robin. “What are you doing in here, I 
thought you hated movies.” 


“T don’t,” Billy said defensively. “It’s just a long time to spend on one 
goddamn thing. I’ve got shit to do.” 


“What, like finish your second senior year,” Steve muttered, and 
Robin whacked him. “With our help!” he added in a high-pitched 
voice. 


“Pm here with the kids, anyways,” Billy said, and looked over at the 
boys. “They want some alien gore-fest for movie night.” He shrugged. 
“Why do they need two of you to watch a dead store?” 


Steve shrugged, jostling Robin. “We’re incompetent,” he said. 


“So one of us can take bathroom breaks,” Robin answered for real. 
“When are your shifts? We can come bother you.” 


“Thursday through Sunday afternoons,” Billy answered. “If a kid dies 
while you’re distracting me, that’s on you.” 


Robin and Steve shared a look. “High stakes,” Robin said. “Very fun.” 
“T bet you kill a kid first,” Steve said. 


The boys came over then, with a bunch of tapes in their grimy 
clutches. “Okay,” Will said. “So here’s what we’re thinking.” And he 
began to explain the plot of three separate extremely lame movies to 


Billy, with Mike’s help. Billy was listening, something that Robin 
found less surprising than she would’ve a few months ago. But also, 
Billy was listening. Letting the two little weirdos talk their hearts out. 
“Whatever you want, man,” he said to Will eventually, and Will 
flushed a little bit. 


The kid was definitely gay. Robin was only growing more sure, in the 
privacy of her own mind, and she loved him for every second he 
hadn’t said it out loud yet. But then she caught Billy giving him that 
look from her heart, the warm kind of love she could recognize even 
without a smile on his face. He caught her looking, too, and didn’t 
say anything. 


“So you have friends now?” Mike said to Billy. 
“Fuck off,” Billy said to him, and that was a kind of love too. 


Mike was a strange one, Robin mused as she checked them all out. 
She was close with Nancy but she still didn’t know much about 
Nancy’s little brother. He was a twig with a haircut that never looked 
good on him and his girlfriend was telekinetic. A real cypher for the 
ages. Also, he didn’t seem to know what to do with her which was 
both a positive and a negative. Right now, he flicked a glance up at 
her, and said nothing. 


“What dirt do you have on the big guy to get him to watch science 
fiction?” Robin asked him, and also sort of Will. 


“Please,” Mike scoffed. “I wish I had dirt on him. Maybe he’d stop 
leaving his socks on the floor.” 


“You fart in your sleep,” Billy shot back. 


Mike flipped him off. “No dirt,” he said. “Though there were 
negotiations.” 


“He was half-asleep,” Will added to Robin, and she grinned. 
“Classic,” Steve said morosely. “They love to pull that shit.” 


“Could’ve warned me,” Billy grumbled, but it didn’t sound totally 
sincere. He waited for them to finish checking out patiently, one 


hand on his hip. And then he helped them with the bags. 


“Ts it me,” Steve said after it was just them again, “or is Billy kind of 
a great big brother?” 


“Tm as shocked as you are,” Robin lied. 


She felt guilty about it later. When Billy was lying on his stomach 
across her bed, doing his summer homework at a glacial pace. At 
least he was doing it. Nancy and Robin’s brilliant plan to have him 
graduated by December hinged on him doing well in summer school. 
He was listening, though. Doing the work although he obviously 
hated it, while she read another book on her stomach next to him. 


Regardless of the homework thing, though. Billy knew she liked 
being quiet, so he brought his shit here to work on it. And, Billy 
knew the boys liked sci-fi movies so he watched those, and Billy 
knew that Max liked skateboarding so he got her new trucks last 
Christmas. He listened! He listened, so why was Robin still having a 
whole meltdown about him? 


Because, though, actually. Because maybe it wasn’t fair or like, 
totally reasonable, but she still needed to hear him just say it. Just 
once. 


“What is it?” Billy asked her. He scratched out an answer on his 
notebook paper. “You’ve been staring at the same page for like, ten 
minutes, and I know you don’t read that slow.” 


Robin shut the book on her finger. “Okay,” she said. 
“Oh boy.” 


“Look! Okay. Just...” Robin groaned. “I’m just going to say it and 
we'll go from there. So, I know you’re not a words guy and I’m not 
trying to change who you are but I’m... like, I’m definitely a words 
girl. Just like. I am. And I know you're... we’re friends. But I need 
something to hang onto. And, maybe it should be enough for me, that 
you're like. Nancy’s stepbrother or something, and you’re Steve’s... 
teammate, and Jonathan’s repairs buddy, and everything, but like. 
What are we?” she finished loudly. “Seriously, just say it once and we 


can let it go. Or, I guess, shut me down and PII also let it go, but.” 
“You think no one could like you, huh?” Billy said. 


Her heart skipped, chest contracted. She was intimately, exquisitely 
known, and the worst part was how she’d asked for it. “I don’t 
know.” 


Billy just nodded. “And I don’t tell you I’m in love with you every 
second like Harrington,” he said, with a sense of understanding. 


“Yeah,” Robin had to admit. “But not even like that, because I know 
you're not... or, you are... well like how it took Steve a second. To 
get it. Me. When I told him. But.” She stopped. She wanted to be 
careful with how she said this, to make sure she got it right and it 
didn’t just sound like her telling him he gave her a gay sort of 
impression and trying to make sure it sounded like a compliment. 


He wasn’t good at talking. Nothing would make that different. He 
was great at other things, though; he stretched his arm over her 
shoulders and pulled her in half under himself. “Robin,” he said, sort 
of into her shoulder. “Sweetheart. You’re braver than me. And 
smarter than me.” 


“I like this part of it,” Robin said. “Keep telling me what I’m good at.” 


“Shut up. You want me to talk, let me talk,” he said warmly. He 
smelled like coconuts and some kind of hair gel. “Okay? I’m talking. 
Yow’re also a dumbass.” 


“Hey. 2) 
“Quit thinking so much, and just say it,” he told her. 


“You're like me,” she said. “I think.” He didn’t say anything, but his 
grip on her tightened. “I’ve always felt it, too, it’s why I was such a 
nightmare to you in the beginning. I just... you’re absorbent.” 


“Like a paper towel.” 


“No, like those crystals my dad swears by. You just... I don’t know. 
Did it bother you? When I was being a huge bitch?” Robin asked, 


wrinkling her nose. 
Billy shrugged, moving both of them. “Nah.” 


“Oh, thank God. I mean good. It really... helped. Me. Which is awful, 
because it’s not like it’s excusable but it really did help me to just. 
Express. Take stuff out on you.” 


“You weren’t being that bad,” Billy said when she’d paused for too 
long. 


“T think your scale of bad is a little wider than the average person, 
dude,” Robin said. “I didn’t turn into a monster made of human body 
parts and eat you, sure. But.” 


“Are you going to let me talk?” Billy asked, and rested his chin on her 
shoulder. “Are you?” 


She sighed. “Well, say something then.” 
“You can take whatever you want out on me,” he said. His chest was 
warm against her back. “Doesn’t bother me. And if it makes you feel 


better.” 


“T don’t want to, though,” she said. “You might be surprised to hear, 
but loving you means not wanting to hurt you.” 


That made him squeeze her again, tight. “Better?” he asked. 
“Yeah,” Robin said. “Sorry.” 


He didn’t acknowledge that, besides letting her go and getting back 
to his chemistry problems. She rolled onto her back once he let her 
go, and rested her book on her chest. Her finger slipped out of it, but 
like. Whatever. 


“Tm dumb,” she said after a bit. 
“Little bit.” 


“You're right. I really am not used to... having friends. The gay thing 
is usually more of a deal breaker,” she said, feeling fragile again. 


Billy looked over at her then, and they made eye contact that felt 
fraught. “Not for me,” was all he said. 


It wasn’t exactly the soul-baring confession she’d been hoping for, but 
it did the job. 


“Stay for dinner?” she asked. 
“If you insist,” he said. 


That was the first time Billy stayed the night. Robin was on her bed 
with her feet up on her headboard, reading some more. Count of 
Monte Cristo was a damn good book, she wanted to finish tonight. 
Billy was next to her, not quite visible in her peripherals, dozing. The 
house was quiet; Mom and Dad were out back, working on something 
in their studio. Robin had a fan on, it ruffled the pages every time it 
turned her way. 


When the phone rang, Robin was startled into dropping her book on 
her face. “Fuck.” She lunged for the nightstand where her phone was, 
making sure to get it off the cradle before it rang again. “Hello?” 


“Hey babe.” Steve. “Mike radioed in to ask if anyone knows where 
Billy is.” 


“Oh,” Robin said. Her heart was still racing from the book to the face. 
“He’s here.” She rubbed her nose and eyebrow, which had caught the 
edges of pages hardest. “Is something wrong?” 


“No, it’s just like. Midnight. So. He was worried. Should I tell him 
he’s staying the night?” Steve asked, casually anxious about it. 


Robin took two seconds to think. She didn’t even need it. “Uh, sure. 
Yeah, it’s late. Didn’t realize.” 


“You two are close,” Steve said next. And there it was. 


“Yeah,” Robin said, and moved back to where she’d been, lying on 
her back with her heels against the wall. “Yeah, we are.” 


“Is it... like...” 


Robin gave the imaginary Steve a very stern eye roll. “Steve. You 
know that gay means gay, right? This isn’t... like. You’re still top of 
the list of guys I’d hypothetically marry.” 


He didn’t know that, because he sighed deeply. “Okay.” 
“I mean it.” 
“No, I know. I just...” 


“Steve,” she said again. “You know I’m never going anywhere, right? 
I love you, loser. That means for life.” 


“I know,” Steve said, but he meant it more this time. “PI tell Mike. 
And maybe we can all hang out again. My parents are out of town 
next week.” 


They were out of town most weeks, but Robin kept that to herself. 
“Okay, yeah. For sure.” 


“Okay. Night.” 
“Goodnight. See you soon.” 
“Yep.” 


Once she hung up, Billy stirred. Stretched out, one of his shoulders 
cracking, and then was quiet for a moment filled with anticipation. 
“For life, huh,” he said at last. 


“Basically,” Robin said. She picked up the Count and smoothed out a 
page that had folded over. 


“Good to know,” Billy said, and shifted a little closer, so his back was 
pressing into her side. He was between her and the wall. She hoped it 
felt safe. “I am, though,” he said. 


“You are what?” 


“Totally in love with you,” he said. “If I loved you less, I might be 
able to talk about it more.” 


That was, without question, the nicest thing anyone had ever said to 
her. Robin was basking in it until she sat straight up to stare at him. 
“Billy Hargrove, did you just quote Jane Austen at me?” 


He didn’t open his eyes but he did smile. “Maybe.” 
“Don’t just say maybe! When did you read Emma?” 
“Trying to sleep,” he sighed. 


He had just opened up to her, so Robin let it go for the moment. It 
would be the first thing she brought up tomorrow morning though. 
Over breakfast, too, so Mom could annoy him about it too. But 
whatever. Tonight she kept reading, and every time she re- 
remembered Billy next to her, she smiled a little bit because she 
knew exactly what they were. Best fucking friends. 


